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member of America's
most prominent political family came to UB
Law School to put a
human face on a s ubject that has become
er life's work: the
struggle for human rights worldwide.
Kerry Kennedy Cuomo - the
daughter of Sen. Robert F. Kennedy who
grew up to marry Andrew Cuomo, son of
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Kerry Kennedy
Cuomo advocates

for human rights

~

New York Gov. Mario Cuomo- s poke
in the firs t-floor O'Brian Hall auditorium
to an audie nce enraptured by her tales
of individuals who are resis ting the powe rs of oppression in Kenya, India, South
Africa and oth er nations. Her appearance was sponsored by the University's
active Human Rights Center.
"At a time of dim inished idealis m
and growing cynicis m about public service, Ms. Cuo mo's li fe history is a testament to the commitment to the basic values of human rig hts," said UB Law
Professor Makau Mutua, a friend of the
speaker.
"Kerry's life has been devoted
exclusively to the vindication of equal
justice. to the promotion and protection
of basic rights, and to the preservation
of the rule of law. When I first met Kerry
about 10 years ago in New York City, I
was struck by her humility, which she

~

carries with her to thi~ day. She is the

f.

one person I know who believes- with

"l
1)i

.,

no reservations - that we have to be
idealistic, that we have to advocate, and
that we have to seek to protect ti10se
who are the least among us."
Ke rry Ke nnedy Cuomo spoke in life
stories, detailing the miseries and the
stmggles to overcome oppression of a
handful of people whose lives illustrate
ti1e very real issues at stake. T here was
the young Tibetan woman, for example ,
who while walking down a street in
Lhasa saw a protest gatheling of monks,
and joined them in shouting pro-Tibetan
slogans. The Chinese army arrested
them all and sente nced her to ti1ree
years in prison.

f(en :r f(en n edy Cuomo

t'lil(/'e n;

"The child was never allowed to see
his family. Crouched over this loom 14
hours a day, seven days a week, he sustained permanent back damage. His skin
was covered with lesions because of the
filth on the factory floor. He started to go
blind because the lighting was so bad.
They kept him on a starvation diet,
thinking that ti1at would make him work
harder. \i\Then he spoke to any of the
other kids on the facto ry floor he was
beaten .
"Eventually, two of his younger
brothers also were sent to ti1e factory.
When he turned 14, he decided the time
had come for them to escape. \i\Thile his

wit li Prqj'essor t\/aka u Mutua

"In prison, she wrote pro-T ibetan
songs and recorde d them, signed her
name to them and s muggle d the m out of
priso n. Once they got into the Tibe tan
co mmunity, they were a tremendous
sou rce of stre ng th and hope fo r the people in Lhasa. Of cou rse, th ey eve ntually
made it into the Chinese army's hands.
She was sentenced to an extra 12 years
in jail, wh ich is where s he is today.
Twelve years for a song."
And s he told a long, compelling
s tory from India, where a leading advocate for th e abolition of child labor has
e mancipated 40,000 people, including
30,000 childre n, from forced labor in the
pas t decade .
'There was a fam ily who couldn 't
afford to pay rent and feed their children. They borrowed money from the
owner of a loca l carpet factory. Not having collateral, they agreed to let ilie ir 6year-old son worl< in the factory to help
pay off the loan.

brothers made it, he was caug ht. They
beat him, burned him with cigarette
butts an d branded him on three parts of
his body so he would know to whom he
belonged.
"In ti1is business, some times you
hear the words 'uns peakable tortu re'
bandied about," said Ke nnedy Cuomo.
'This was truly unspeakable torture. As
a res ult, he los t his capacity to s peak.
''\¥hen his younge r brothers re lated
what had happened, the family and
towns people brought in an activist, who
org anized a raid on the factory and
emancipated 13 child ren. Fortunately,
six monU1s late r, the boy regained his
ability to talk."
It is s tories like those. Kennedy
Cuomo said. that put a human face on
what the struggle is about. ''These
activists s hare a co mmon purpose." s he
said. "They are seeking what is theirs as
members of the human family. their fundamental human rig hts."

The United Nations Declaration on
Human Rights, issued just after World
War II (and drafted by Eleanor
Roosevelt) , put forth five kinds of rights
considered inviolable: the right to be
free from violations of one's physical
integrity; torture, execution and arbitrary disappearance; freedoms of expression, association and travel; the light to
economic, cultural and social well-being;
and the light to select leaders by free
and fair elections.
'The United States, I believe, more
than any other nation, has a responsibility to protect human rights, because we
were fo unded by people who were persecuted for their religious and political
beliefs," Kennedy
Cuomo said.
"Not only is it right,
it is s mart. Supporting
human rights worldwide shows the United
States is serious about
the mle of law in its
international treaties; it
promotes worldwide
peace and stability, and
it is an effective antidote
to ti1e mounting problem of international
refugees."
One way for individuals to join ti1e fight is to
pressure our own government to behave
responsibly, such as in
its dealings with China
- a place, s he said,
with an abysmal track
record on human
rig hts. One example: 'They adminis ter
capital punis hment by g iving the condem ned an injection which will stop
their blood from coagulating. Then they
s hoot them through the back of the
head. They quickly take out all the
organs, preserve them, and then s hip
them to the United States and other
countries and sell them at a profit. And
then they charge the family for the cost
of the bullet. "
T he challenge for those working to
change the world for the bett er, s he
said, is to never forget the individuals
whose lives are affected.
"Sometimes in the human rig hts
fie ld we te nd to be very academic. and
we don't really U1ink about, 'What
impact is thi s going to have on someone? Is someone going to be free as a
result of my work?' 'fhat is always a
question that we have to as k ourselves.
Othetwise, we have great laws on papl•r,
but has anything really changed?" •
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